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Abstract 

The following study examined the effects of ethnic harassment and bully victimization on 

immigrant youths’ adjustment over the course of one year. Adjustment outcomes included 

depression, poor self-esteem, and self-harm. We asked: (1) Is bully victimization a risk for 

immigrant youths’ adjustment? and (2) Is ethnic harassment a risk for immigrant youths’ 

adjustment over and beyond bully victimization? Participants included 252 first and second-

generation immigrant youths (52% female, 46% born abroad, M= 14.98 years) from seven 

schools in a mid-sized Swedish city. Multiple hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to 

test whether bully victimization and ethnic harassment predicted adjustment outcomes one year 

later and changes in these outcomes over the course of one year. A factor analysis revealed that 

bully victimization and ethnic harassment were separate constructs. Bully victimization predicted 

depression and poor self-esteem scores as well as increases in depression over the course of one 

year.  Ethnic harassment predicted depression, poor self-esteem, and self-harm scores as well as 

increases in these three outcomes over the course of one year. Results suggest that ethnic 

harassment poses an added risk to the adjustment of immigrant youth over and above bully 

victimization.  Findings underline the importance of assessing ethnic harassment when 

conducting research in ethnically diverse settings. 
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Ethnic Harassment and Bully Victimization in Immigrant Adolescents 

Being humiliated by peers at school is a painful experience for many youths.  For 

instance, youths can be physically assaulted, teased, or purposefully excluded from social 

activities (Roland, 1998).  Some youth can be teased about their ethnic background. Children can 

be teased about the color of their skin, their name, the food they eat, or the gods they worship 

(Eslea & Mukhtar, 2000).  Ethnic harassment occurs when people are exposed to insults and 

derogatory comments and actions that target them specifically due to their ethnic background 

(Özdemir & Stattin, 2011b). 

Although anyone can be teased due to his or her ethnic background, research indicates 

that ethnic minority and immigrant children are more likely to report experiencing this type of 

harassment than those belonging to the ethnic majority (Boulton, 1995; Monks, Ortega-Ruiz, & 

Rodríguez-Hidalgo, 2008; Moran, Smith, Thompson, & Whitney, 1993; Verkuyten & Thijs, 

2002).  In the Netherlands, between 33 and 42% of immigrant children report being called names 

due to the color of their skin (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002). For Dutch children, the incidence of 

racist name-calling is 21% (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002).  Similarly, between 26 and 30% of 

immigrant children report being excluded from social activities due to their ethnic background  

(Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002).  For Dutch children, the incidence of social exclusion is 19% 

(Verkuyten & Thijs, 2002). In the UK, 50% of bullied Asians report being victims of racial 

name-calling compared to 0% of bullied Whites (Moran et al., 1993).  Asian children in the UK 

are also significantly more likely than White children to report being teased about their color or 

race (Boulton, 1995).  In Spain and England, 38% of ethnic minority children report 

experiencing racial name-calling compared to 5% of the ethnic majority group; and 13% of 

ethnic minority children report being victims of social exclusion compared to 7% of the ethnic 
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majority group (Monks et al., 2008). Thus, ethnic harassment, especially in the form of racial 

name-calling but also in the form of social exclusion, appears to be a common experience for 

many immigrant and ethnic minority youth.   

Swedish society is becoming increasingly diverse.  In 1998, around 50,000 people 

immigrated to Sweden and, in 2010, the figure doubled to 100,000 (Statistics Sweden [SCB], 

2008).  In 2011, 15% of the Swedish population was born abroad and, by 2060, this figure is 

expected to rise to 18% (SCB, 2012). As far as immigrant youth are concerned, it is estimated 

that 7% of children in Sweden under the age of 17 are born abroad, which amounts to 

approximately 127,000 children (SCB, 2011a). Another growing figure is the number of people 

born in Sweden to foreign-born parents, sometimes called second-generation immigrants.  In 

2008, 11% of the population born in Sweden had at least one parent that was foreign-born (SCB, 

2011a).  Thus, taken together, first and second-generation immigrants currently comprise a 

significant number of the Swedish population.  

Increased immigration and diversity present many challenges for Swedish society (SCB, 

2008).  Perhaps one of the most important challenges concerns the integration of immigrant 

children and youth into the Swedish school system.  Since almost all immigrant children are 

introduced into the Swedish school system (SCB, 2011a), schools have a unique opportunity to 

influence immigrant youths’ development in a positive direction.  Schools could be especially 

important for the development of immigrant children because school is the place where many 

immigrant children learn the Swedish language as well as the cultural ways and unwritten rules 

of Swedish society.  If children have problems adjusting in school, it is possible that this could 

impact their future success and academic achievement.   
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One important threat to youths’ well being in school is bullying.  Bullying is defined as 

aggressive behavior that is intentional, occurs repeatedly over a long period of time, and is 

characterized by a power difference between the aggressor and the victim (Olweus, 1994).  The 

most commonly studied participant roles in bullying research are those of the bully, the victim, 

and the bully-victim (both bully and victim).  However, some researchers have identified other 

participant roles such as assistant, reinforcer, defender, and outsider (Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, 

Björkqvist, Österman, & Kaukiainen, 1996).  Forms of aggression considered as bullying include 

physical, verbal, and indirect aggression.  Physical aggression includes behaviors such as hitting, 

kicking, beating, or assaulting; verbal aggression refers to insulting, teasing, mocking, or 

humiliating; and indirect aggression refers to purposefully excluding someone from social 

activities or play.  

It is estimated that 20 to 30% of children bully others or are victimized by bullies in 

schools across several developed countries (Gini & Pozzoli, 2009). In Nordic countries, about 

5% of primary and secondary school students are bullied at least once a week (Roland, 1998). 

Also, in primary schools in the Nordics, the percentage of victims is higher for boys than girls 

and bully victimization tends to decrease with age (Roland, 1998).  

Research suggests that bullying can have serious consequences for victims’ psychological 

health.  The correlates of bully victimization are well documented and include depression, 

loneliness, poor global and social self-worth, and generalized and social anxiety (Hawker & 

Boulton, 2000).  Victims of bullying are also significantly more likely than children not involved 

in bullying to suffer from a variety of psychosomatic problems (Gini & Pozzoli, 2009) and to be 

left outside of social networks (Salmivalli, Huttunen, Lagerspetz, 1997). A study that used data 

from 48,000 students in seven countries concluded that victims were worse off than bullies and 
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neutrals in all the measures for all the samples (Eslea, Menesini, Morita, O’Moore, Mora-

Merchán, Pereira, & Smith, 2003).  Furthermore, research indicates that bully victimization can 

have significant long-term consequences for youth such as increasing depression, failure 

expectation, and self-harm and decreasing self-esteem two years later (Özdemir & Stattin, 

2011a).    

There is a relatively large amount of research on bullying; however, we have a limited 

understanding of immigrant youths’ experiences of bullying and bully victimization.  Studies on 

bullying in multiethnic contexts in Europe are limited and findings regarding the incidence of 

bullying are contradictory.  Some studies have found that children belonging to ethnic minorities 

score higher on bullying and lower on victimization than children in the ethnic majority 

(Fandrem, Strohmeier, & Roland, 2009; Vervoort, Scholte, & Overbeek, 2010).  Other studies 

have found that children belonging to the ethnic majority are more often bullies and victims than 

immigrant children (Strohmeier & Spiel, 2003).  Most studies, however, suggest that the 

incidence of bullying does not vary significantly between ethnic groups (Boulton, 1995; Moran 

et al., 1993; Siann, Callaghan, Glissov, Lockhart, & Rawson, 1994; Wolke, Woods, Stanford, & 

Schultz, 2001; Monks et al., 2008).   In short, the association between ethnicity and bullying is 

unclear and there is a need for further research in order to understand whether bully victimization 

is a risk for immigrant youth.   

In addition to experiences with bullying and bully victimization, ethnic harassment could 

also be an important risk for immigrant youth.  However, the correlates of ethnic harassment and 

its outcomes for immigrant youth are understudied.  According to one study, youth who are 

victimized due to their ethnic origin have stronger and more negative momentary self-feelings 

than those who are victimized due to other personal characteristics (Verkuyten & Thijs, 2001).   
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Another study suggests that ethnic harassment is related to a less positive evaluation of the 

outgroup (Verkuyten, 2002).   However, studies on ethnic harassment in immigrant populations 

in Europe are very few and the studies available focus on Turkish, Surinamese, and Moroccan 

minorities in the Netherlands.  More studies are needed, especially longitudinal ones, to 

understand the correlates and outcomes of ethnic harassment for immigrant youth throughout 

Europe. 

The Current Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine the effects of ethnic harassment and bully 

victimization on the adjustment of immigrant adolescents in Sweden longitudinally.  The first 

question we asked was: Is bully victimization a risk for immigrant youths’ adjustment? In order 

to answer this question, we assessed depression, poor self-esteem, self-harm, and bully 

victimization at baseline and one year later.  We tested whether victimization was a predictor of 

(1) adjustment outcomes one year later and (2) changes in adjustment outcomes from the time of 

the first data collection (T1) to the time of the second data collection (T2).   The second question 

we asked was: Is ethnic harassment a risk for immigrant youths’ adjustment over and beyond 

bully victimization?  Ethnic harassment was assessed through a scale created specifically for the 

project. Depression, poor self-esteem, self-harm, and ethnic harassment were measured at 

baseline and one year later.  We examined whether ethnic harassment predicted (1) adjustment 

outcomes one year later and (2) changes in adjustment outcomes over a one-year period.   

Method 

Participants 

This study used data from the Seven Schools Study, a longitudinal study on students’ 

experiences inside and outside of school and their relationships with peers, teachers, and parents. 
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The study was conducted in a mid-sized city in central Sweden with a population of about 

137,000 (SCB, 2011b). According to national statistics on children and youth aged 0 to 19 in this 

city, 25% had a foreign background (either born abroad or both parents were born abroad), 

91.7% were born in Sweden, and 0.2% were born in Nordic countries excluding Sweden (SCB, 

2010).  The original study surveyed all students in grades 7 through 9 in seven public schools.  

Schools located in neighborhoods with relatively large immigrant populations were selected to 

ensure representation of immigrant youths in the sample. Data collection took place in the spring 

of every year during four consecutive years.  The present study used the data collected during the 

first two waves.   

The sample included 252 first and second-generation immigrant youth (52% female and 

48% male). Forty-six percent of youth were born abroad and 54% were born in Sweden but had 

at least one parent born abroad.  Youth born in Norway, Denmark, or Finland and youth who had 

parents coming from these countries were not included in this study. The ages of the participants 

ranged from 12 to 19 with a mean of 13.2 years (SD = .61) at the time of the first data collection 

(T1) and 14.98 years (SD = .75) at the second year of the study (T2).  Seven percent of the 

baseline participants were missing at the time of the second data collection. The attrition sample 

was compared to the retained sample on all study variables measured at T1. We found no 

significant difference between the attrition sample and the retained sample suggesting that 

attrition was not likely to lead to biased findings. 

Measures 

Bully victimization. To assess bully victimization, participants were asked three 

questions regarding whether they had been subject to physical, verbal, or indirect aggression at 

school or on the way to or from school.  This measure was originally developed for a cross-
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national survey of bullying in Switzerland and Norway (Alsaker & Brunner, 1999).  Youth 

responded on a 4-point scale ranging from never to several times a week.  The questions were 

"Have you been mocked, teased in an unpleasant way, or has anyone said nasty things to you at 

school or on the way to or from school (this semester)?" "Have you been beaten, kicked, or 

assaulted in a nasty way by anyone at school or on the way to or from school (this semester)?" 

and "Sometimes one can be ostracized by someone or some people and not be allowed to hang 

out with them. Has this ever happened to you (this semester)?". The Cronbach's alpha for the 

bully victimization scale was .74.   

Ethnic harassment.  An ethnic harassment measure was created specifically for the 

project.  The measure included 6 questions: "Has anyone said anything derogatory about your 

origin, for example words like nigger, darky, damned immigrant, inkface, ching-chong, or 

something else?" "Has anyone looked at you in a way that makes you certain they have a 

negative attitude towards you, just because you or your parents come from another country?" 

"Has anyone said that you are doing something wrong because you don't do it like Swedish 

people do?" "Has anyone treated you very differently from Swedes, because you come from 

another country?" "Have you been exposed to things that made you wish you didn't come from 

another country or made you feel ashamed you came from another country?" "Has anyone made 

fun of you in a derogatory way because you come from another country?" and "Have you ever 

been blamed for something that isn't true, only because you come from another country?" 

Participants answered on a 5-point scale ranging from never to daily.  The Cronbach's alpha for 

the ethnic harassment scale was .77.    

Depression symptoms.  The child depression scale from the Center for Epidemiological 

Studies (CES-D; Radloff, 1977) was used to measure depressed mood. This is a 20-item 
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depression scale developed for both adults and children.  We used all the children’s items and 

one adult item: “I was bothered by things that usually don’t bother me.”  Examples of other items 

are "(During the last week I have:) felt that I am not as good as everybody else; felt depressed 

and unhappy; felt like I wanted to cry; felt sad;" etc. Youth responded on a 4-point scale ranging 

from not at all to often. The Cronbach's alpha for the depression scale was .91 at T1 and .94 at 

T2. 

Poor self-esteem. Youths’ poor self-esteem was assessed through the Rosenberg's Self-

Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1979).  This scale includes 10 items such as “On the whole (you) are 

satisfied with (yourself)” “(You) feel that (you) have a number of good qualities” “(You) feel 

(you) do not have much to be proud of” and “All in all, (you) are inclined to think (you) are a 

failure”.  Participants responded on a 4-point scale ranging from don’t agree at all to agree 

completely.  To convert the original self-esteem scale to a poor self-esteem scale, values were 

recoded in the opposite direction so that high scores indicated poor self-esteem. The Cronbach's 

alpha for the poor self-esteem scale was .84 at T1 and .83 at T2. 

Self-harm. To measure self-harm, the nine-item version of the Deliberate Self-Harm 

Inventory (DSHI-9) was used. This is a revised version of the original DSHI (Gratz, 2001) which 

has been adapted for adolescents by Lundh and colleagues (2007). In this scale, youth are 

presented with nine different kinds of self-harming behaviors such as cutting, burning, carving, 

head-banging, and punching oneself and are asked to respond to questions regarding their 

deliberate engagement in these behaviors. The behaviors did not include suicidal attempts, 

overdosing, self-starvation, or poisoning. Responses were given on a 7-point scale ranging from 

never to more than five times. The Cronbach's alpha for the self-harm scale was .92 at T1 and .93 

at T2. 
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Procedure 

Youth responded to questions during two consecutive class sessions.  Participation was 

voluntary and students could decide to terminate participation at any point during or after the 

data collection.  Passive consent of the parents was used. During data collection, trained test 

leaders monitored the students and teachers were not present in the classrooms.  The regional 

ethical review board approved the measures and the procedure.  

Analyses 

A factor analysis with Promax rotation was conducted to determine whether bully 

victimization and ethnic harassment were separate constructs. Multiple hierarchical regression 

analyses were used to test if bully victimization and ethnic harassment predicted levels of 

adjustment difficulties one year later and increases in adjustment difficulties from T1 to T2. 

Changes in explained variance (R²) and standardized regression coefficients were interpreted.  

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

The means, standard deviations, ranges, and correlations for all the variables are 

presented in Table 1. Around 30% of the youths reported at least one bully victimization 

experience, and 60% of immigrant youths experienced ethnic harassment in at least one occasion 

at Time 1. The associations between the study variables were in the expected direction. 

Specifically, bully victimization was positively correlated with depressive symptoms and poor 

self-esteem. On the other hand, ethnic harassment was significantly correlated with all 

adjustment outcomes. It was positively correlated with both depressive symptoms and self-harm, 

and positively correlated with poor self-esteem, but only at T2. As for the demographic 

characteristics, age was only positively correlated to depressive symptoms at T2. 
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Table 1. Inter-item Correlations, Reliabilities, and Descriptive Statistics For the Study Variables 

 
Note. Values on the diagonal for the measures (except age and sex) are Cronbach's alpha, inter-item reliability, values. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
 
 
 
 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Age    -           

2. Sex (0=boys, 1=girls)  .04    -         

3. Bully victimization - T1  .03 -.11*  .74        

4. Ethnic harassment - T1  .09 -.09  .14**  .77       

5. Depression symptoms - T1  .06  .27***  .12*  .20***  .91      

6. Depression symptoms - T2  .17**  .19**  .23***  .19**  .46***  .94     

7. Poor Self-esteem - T1 .02 .13* .23*** .09 .52*** .38***  .84    

8. Poor Self-esteem - T2 .05 .02 .24*** .27*** .37*** .54***  .55***   .83   

9. Self-harm - T1  .05 -.03  .01  .16**  .15**  .06 .27*** .20***   .92  

10. Self-harm - T2  .13* -.12 -.02  .29***  .08  .30*** .11 .27***  .29***  .93 

Means 14.5  .51 1.15 1.53 1.61 1.74 1.78 1.90  .17  .28 

Standard deviations   1.09  .50   .36   .49   .54   .66   .56   .59  .62  .88 

Minimum 12 0 1 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 

Maximum 19 1 4 4 4 4 4 4 6 6 
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Gender was negatively associated with bully victimization and positively associated with poor 

self-esteem at T1.  Gender was also positively associated with depressive symptoms suggesting 

that girls were more likely to display depressive symptoms than boys. The correlation between 

bully victimization and ethnic harassment was relatively low (r = .14, p < .01) lending additional 

support for the idea that these two constructs refer to distinct experiences. The factor structure 

for bully victimization and ethnic harassment items is presented in Table 2. 

Table 2. Factor Structure of Bully Victimization and Ethnic Harassment Items 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The effects of Bully Victimization on Youth Adjustment 

Is bully victimization a risk for youth’s adjustment?  To test this, multiple hierarchical 

regression analyses were conducted.  The dependent variables were the level of the adjustment 

problem at T2 and the change in the adjustment outcome from T1 to T2.  We controlled for age, 

 Factor 1 Factor 2 

Bully victimization   

     Item 1 .86  

     Item 2 .74  

     Item 3 .56  

Ethnic harassment   

     Item 1  .72 

     Item 2  .72 

     Item 3  .71 

     Item 4  .52 

     Item 5  .48 

     Item 6  .47 

Factor correlation .18  
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gender, and the level of the adjustment problem at T1 by entering these variables in the first 

block of the regression model.  In the second block, we entered bully victimization.  

Victims of bullying were more depressed one year later and they also showed an increase 

in depression over the course of one year.  We found that bully victimization predicted the level 

of depressive symptoms at T2 (β = .23, p < .001, see Table 3) as well as the change in depressive 

symptoms from T1 to T2 (β = .16, p < .01, see Table 4). Regarding poor self-esteem, adolescents 

who were victimized had lower self-esteem one year later (β = .22, p < .001); however, 

victimization did not predict changes in poor self-esteem over the course of one year.  Contrary 

to the effect of victimization on depressive symptoms and poor self-esteem, no significant 

correlations were found between bully victimization and self-harm.  

Table 3. Hierarchical Multiple Regression Table Predicting Adjustment From Bully 
Victimization and Ethnic Harassment 
 

 Adjustment Problems at T2 
 Depression Poor Self-Esteem Self-Harm 

Predictor ∆R² β ∆R² β ∆R² β 
Step 1 .07  .02  .03  

     Age  .09  .01  .13 

     Gender  .29***  .10  -.03 

Step 2 .07***  .13***  .01  

     Victimization  .23***  .22***  -.08 

Step 3       

     Ethnic 
harassment 

.06*** .20** .04*** .25*** .10*** .33*** 

Total R² .18*** .19*** .13 

N 224 222 224 

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001.!
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Table 4. Hierarchical Multiple Regression Table Predicting Change in Adjustment Problems 
From Bully Victimization and Ethnic Harassment 
 

 Change in Adjustment Problems  

 Depression Poor Self-Esteem Self-Harm 

Predictor ∆R² β ∆R² β ∆R² β 

Step 1 .27***  .31***  .19***  

     Adjustment problem at T1   .40***  .52***!  .24*** 

     Age  .08  .06  .14 

     Gender  .19**  .05  .00 

Step 2 .03***  .01  .00  

     Victimization  .16**  .09  -.05 

Step 3       

     Ethnic harassment .04** .12* .05*** .19*** .04** .22*** 

Total R² .34*** .36*** .20*** 

N 221 215 216 

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001 
 
 
The Effects of Ethnic Harassment on Youth Adjustment 

 Is ethnic harassment a risk for immigrant youth’s adjustment, over and beyond the effects 

of bully victimization?  To test this, we entered ethnic harassment as a predictor variable in the 

third block of the regression model. 

The results suggested that immigrant youth who experienced ethnic harassment were 

more likely to display higher depressive symptoms one year later (β = .20, p < .01) and they also 

showed increases in depression over one year (β = .12, p < .05), even after controlling for bully 

victimization. Next, ethnic harassment predicted poor self-esteem one year later (β = .25, p < 

.001) as well as increases in poor self-esteem over the course of one year (β = .19, p < .001), 
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even after controlling for victimization. Contrary to the effects of bully victimization, youths 

who experienced ethnic harassment displayed higher levels of deliberate self-harm behaviors (β 

= .33, p < .001). In addition, these youths also displayed an increase in self-harm behaviors over 

a one-year period (β = .22, p < .001).   

In short, results indicated that both bully victimization and ethnic harassment were risk 

factors for youths’ adjustment.  Bully victimization predicted depression and poor self-esteem 

scores as well as increases in depression over the course of one year.  Ethnic harassment 

predicted depression, poor self-esteem, and self-harm scores as well as increases in these three 

outcomes over the course of one year for immigrant youths, suggesting that ethnic harassment 

experiences pose an added risk to the adjustment of immigrant youths over and above the 

negative consequences of bully victimization. 

Discussion 

Being repeatedly teased at school is a difficult experience for many youths.  The goal of 

this study is to focus on immigrant youth in Sweden and how being teased by their peers affects 

their well being.  Specifically, we extend the research on bullying by focusing on immigrant 

youths, by comparing bully victimization and ethnic harassment, and by conducting a 

longitudinal study.  Past research in the area of bully victimization in multiethnic contexts has 

focused on comparing the incidence of bullying and bully victimization between ethnic groups 

(Boulton, 1995; Fandrem, Strohmeier, & Roland, 2009; Monks et al., 2008; Moran et al., 1993; 

Siann, Callaghan, Glissov, Lockhart, & Rawson, 1994; Strohmeier & Spiel, 2003; Vervoort, 

Scholte, & Overbeek, 2010; Wolke, Woods, Stanford, & Schultz, 2001).  To date, no study has 

examined the effects of bully victimization and ethnic harassment simultaneously. Our findings 
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indicate that ethnic harassment is even more important than bully victimization in predicting 

immigrant youths’ adjustment problems.   

This study adds to the literature on bully victimization and ethnic harassment in several 

ways.  First, our study suggests that bully victimization and ethnic harassment are separate 

constructs. Second, this study sheds light on the incidence of bully victimization and ethnic 

harassment among immigrant groups in Northern Europe, and specifically in Sweden. Third, our 

study indicates that bully victimization is a risk factor for immigrant youths’ adjustment, 

especially when it comes to depression. Finally, results suggest that ethnic harassment is a 

unique risk for immigrant youths’ adjustment, over and beyond bully victimization.  

According to our results, ethnic harassment is even more detrimental to youths’ well 

being than bully victimization. Immigrant youths who experience ethnic harassment show higher 

levels of adjustment problems across all three outcomes examined as well as an increase in these 

problems over the course of one year. The reason for this is not known, but some researchers 

point to a possible link between ethnic harassment and ethnic identity (Özdemir & Stattin, 

2011b). Research in the area of social identity suggests that threats to one’s ethnic identity lead 

to lower self-esteem about one’s ethnic group (Ethier & Deaux, 1994). Ethier and Deaux report 

that individuals with a weaker ethnic identity perceive more threat in the environment than those 

with a stronger ethnic identity and show decreases in group self-esteem, ultimately leading to a 

lower identification with their ethnic group.  Perhaps the strength of one’s ethnic identity could 

also be related to the way in which ethnic harassment is perceived.  Furthermore, it is possible 

that ethnic harassment could lead to a lower identification with one’s ethnic group, and that this 

could negatively affect one’s feelings about oneself.  The process by which ethnic harassment 

affects one’s social and personal identity is a topic for future research. Our findings underline the 
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importance of assessing ethnic harassment when conducting research in ethnically diverse 

settings. 

Limitations and Strengths 

 One of the limitations of this study is that all immigrant youth, excluding those from 

Nordic countries, are grouped into one category.  We are aware that immigrants are not a 

homogeneous group; they differ in important and relevant ways other than their country of origin 

such as their reason for immigration, length of stay in Sweden, level of education, etc.  However, 

in Sweden, there may be over 100 nationalities represented in a single school, but only a few 

students from each country.  This makes it difficult to use meaningful subcategories that are at 

the same time large enough to withstand statistical analyses. Future research could focus on 

selecting a sample of youth from particular countries.  For instance, studies could focus 

specifically on immigrants from Finland, Iraq, Poland, or the former Yugoslavia since they 

comprise some of the largest immigrant groups in Sweden. 

 Our study leaves some questions unanswered such as: why are immigrant or ethnic 

minority youth more likely to become victims of ethnic harassment? What are the protective 

factors for ethnic harassment? Research indicates that having friends and being liked by peers are 

protective factors for bully victimization (Pellegrini, Bartini, & Brooks, 1999) and that the 

number of reciprocal friendships buffers victimization (Pellegrini & Long, 2002).  Perhaps being 

liked by peers and having reciprocal friends could also be protective factors for ethnic 

harassment.  More research is needed to understand why ethnic harassment affects immigrant 

youth and what factors could serve to help individuals in the face of ethnic harassment.   

 Despite these limitations, our study has several strengths. One of the strengths is the 

longitudinal design.  This allowed us to examine changes in adjustment outcomes over time and 
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whether bullying and ethnic harassment predicted these changes. Another strength is that we 

used a 6-item ethnic harassment scale that included, but was not limited to, questions on racial 

name-calling and social exclusion.  Previous studies on ethnic harassment have focused 

exclusively on racial name-calling and/or social exclusion, but research suggests that ethnic 

harassment can also occur in other ways such as being teased about one’s name, clothing, or the 

gods one worships (Eslea & Mukhtar, 2000).  Thus, it is important for ethnic harassment 

measures to focus on the experience of being a victim of aggressive behavior due to one’s ethnic 

origin, regardless of whether the aggression is physical, verbal, or indirect and regardless of the 

particular content of the teasing (teasing about one’s skin color, clothing, name, gods, food, etc.). 

Finally, another strength is that we included a relatively large percentage of first and second-

generation immigrant youth.  

Conclusion 

For immigrant youths, being teased or left out because they are born in another country or 

have parents that are born in another country can be very hurtful.  Being a victim of ethnic 

harassment can lead some youths to feel unsatisfied, lonely, unhappy, or even to cause 

themselves bodily harm.  Ethnic harassment is a real threat to immigrant youths’ well being and 

should therefore be taken into account when studying bullying and bully victimization among 

youths in ethnically diverse settings. Examining the causes and consequences of ethnic 

harassment is important not only to improve our understanding of the experiences of immigrant 

and ethnic minority youth, but also to design effective interventions to prevent all kinds of 

victimization in an increasingly diverse world.   
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